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OffiCE OF SECRETARY

COMMENTS OF VIRGINIA'S RURAL TELEPHONE COMPANIES

These Comments are filed on behalf of a group of Virginia rural telephone companies

and cooperatives ("Companies")!' pursuant to the Federal Communications Commission's

Notice of Proposed Rulemaking and Order Establishing Joint Board (NOPR), dated March 8,

1996.

I' The Companies sponsoring these Comments are:

Amelia Telephone Corporation

Buggs Island Telephone Cooperative

Burke's Garden Telephone Company

Citizens Telephone Cooperative

Clifton-Forge Waynesboro Telephone Company

Highland Telephone Cooperative

MGW Telephone Company

New Castle Telephone Company

New Hope Telephone Company

North River Telephone Cooperative

Pembroke Telephone Cooperative

Peoples Mutual Telephone Company

R&B Telephone Company

Scott County Telephone Cooperative

Shenandoah Telephone Company

Virginia Telephone Company
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The NOPR seeks comment on many significant issues affecting universal service and

the various support mechanisms for such service. All the issues identified in the NOPR are

especially important to the Companies, in large part because all the Companies serve in

predominately rural areas of Virginia~' and many of them rely on the current universal

service funding mechanisms to maintain the affordability of local exchange telephone service.

The issues raised in the NOPR reflect the fact that the Telecommunications Act of

1996 ("the Act") fundamentally changes the concept of universal service, especially as this

concept is applied in rural areas. For example, subsection 254(b) of the Act sets forth

certain principles on which the FCC and the Joint Board must base their universal service

polices. These principles provide, among other things, that: (1) quality services should be

made available at just, reasonable, and affordable rates; and (2) consumers in rural and high-

cost areas of the Nation should have access to telecommunications and information services,

including interexchange services and advanced telecommunications and information services,

"that are reasonably comparable to those services provided in urban areas and that are

provided at rates that are reasonably comparable to rates charged for similar services in

urban areas." Thus, the traditional concept of universal service -- ensuring that consumers

throughout the Nation have access to basic dialtone telephone service -- has been significantly

expanded to include access to interexchange services and advanced services.

The Companies' comments will briefly address the following issues: (1) the

identification of "core" services to be provided to consumers in rural and high-cost areas; (2)

Y Each Company is a "rural telephone company" as defined by the Telecommunications Act
of 1996.
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the identification of advanced services to be made available in rural and high-cost areas; (3)

the entities that should be required to contribute to the funding of universal service

obligations; and (4) the method of distributing universal service funds.

Although our comments do not address all the issues identified in the NOPR, the

Companies respectfully reserve the right to address additional issues in their reply comments,

if any, and to participate fully in any hearings or further proceedings in this docket.

Discussion

1. Core Services

The Companies agree with the FCC that the following services should be included

among those core services receiving universal service support: (1) voice grade access to the

public switched network with the ability to place and receive interexchange and intraexchange

calls; (2) touch-tone; (3) single party service; (4) access to emergency services (911); and (5)

access to operator services. In addition to these services, the Companies believe that

directory listings and access to relay services should also be included among the core

services receiving universal service support.

2. Access to Advanced Services

In addition to the core services discussed above, the Act requires that consumers in

rural and high-cost areas of the Nation have access to interexchange services and advanced

telecommunications and information services that are reasonably comparable to those services

provided in urban areas and that are provided at rates that are reasonably comparable to rates

charged for similar services in urban areas.
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As a practical matter, the urban benchmark for determining the type of "reasonably

comparable" advanced services that should be made available in rural and high-cost areas

will vary according to the demographic characteristics in a given area. The Companies

believe that the state commissions are best able to determine the appropriate urban

benchmark for their respective states, and these state-established benchmarks could then be

presented to the Joint Board and the FCC for the establishment of a nationwide urban

benchmark.

For example, if a state identifies local internet access as a service that should be

included in its urban benchmark and thus be made available to rural and high-cost areas at

rates reasonably comparable to the rates charged in urban areas, the state can present this

finding to the Joint Board or FCC. The Joint Board or FCC can then determine whether

local internet access is appropriate for inclusion in a national urban benchmark and thus be

eligible for federal universal service support, based on the urban benchmark information

developed in all the states. If the Joint Board or FCC elects not to include local internet

access in its national urban benchmark, then each state might have the option to include this

service in any intrastate universal service support mechanism permitted under subsection

254(t) of the Act. This approach would help ensure that a core group of advanced services

are made available to rural and high-cost areas through the federal universal service support

mechanism, but would also allow a state to augment this core group of services to reflect the

unique demographic characteristics of that state's urban areas.

Assuming the FCC or the states identify certain advanced services that should be

made available in rural and high-cost areas, the Companies do not believe that incumbent
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LECs should be required in all instances to provide these services. For example, local

internet access may be provided by an entity other than the incumbent LEC for any given

area. If so, then this rural or high-cost area already has access to this service, and the LEC

should not be required to offer this service. In other words, the FCC and states should focus

on whether a service is available in a given area, not on the provider of such service.

3. Contributors to Universal Service Funding

The Act appears to be ambiguous as to precisely which telecommunications providers

the FCC may require to contribute to universal service funding. Subsection 254(b)(4)

provides that the Joint Board and the FCC shall base policies for the preservation and

advancement of universal service on the principle that all providers of telecommunications

services should make an equitable and nondiscriminatory contribution. The Act defines

providers of telecommunications services to include providers of intrastate and interstate

telecommunications services.

Subsection 254(d), however, requires only interstate telecommunications providers to

contribute to the FCC's universal support mechanisms. With respect to intrastate carriers,

subsection 254(f) allows states to adopt regulations not inconsistent with the Commission's

rules to preserve and advance universal service, and goes on to state that "Every

telecommunications carrier that provides intrastate telecommunications services shall

contribute, on an equitable and nondiscriminatory basis, in a manner determined by the state

to the preservation and advancement of universal service in that state."
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The relationships between subsections 254(b)(4), (d) and (f) are not clear. For

example, how can the FCC base policies for the preservation and advancement of universal

service on the principle that all providers of telecommunications services should make

equitable and nondiscriminatory contributions as set forth in § 254(b)(4) where only interstate

carriers are required to contribute to any federal universal service mechanism under

§ 254(d)? One may argue that under § 254(b)(4) the FCC may require states to adopt

similar approaches for implementing universal service mechanisms so that the FCC can

develop a coherent universal service policy in accord with § 254(b)(4). But such a

requirement would appear to conflict with § 254(f), which seems to allow the states to

determine their own universal service funding mechanisms applicable to intrastate providers.

The Companies believe that the FCC should require all providers of

telecommunications services to contribute to the FCC's universal funding mechanism, but

allow the states to implement their own methods for collecting contributions from intrastate

providers. In this way, the FCC can base its policies on the principle that all providers

should contribute to universal service funding in accord with § 254(b)(4), while at the same

time each state can implement its own method of collecting contributions from intrastate

telecommunications providers in accord with § 254(f).

4. Funding Mechanisms

In past proceedings, some parties have urged the FCC to adopt a voucher system or

similar system for universal service under which funds or credits are distributed directly to

qualifying customers. The Companies believe that such a funding mechanism is unworkable
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and that universal service funds should be distributed to the carriers of last resort for any

given area.

Respectfully submitted,

VIRGINIA'S RURAL TELEPHONE
COMPANIES

Date: April 12, 1996

Richard D. Gary
Charles H. Carrathers III

Hunton & Williams
951 East Byrd Street
Richmond, Virginia 23219

Uw.fk2 cj/~tVLIr
Charles H. Carrathers III

Counsel
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Attachment: Service List

The Honorable Reed E. Hundt. Chairman
Federal Communications Commission
1919 \-1 Street. :'\.W. -- Room 81~

Washington. D.C. 2055~

The Honorable Andrew C. Barren. Commissioner
Federal Communications Commission
1919 M Street. ~.W. -- Room 826
Washington. D.C. 10554

The Honorable Susan Ness. Commissioner
Federal Communications Commission
1919 M Street. N.W. -- Room 832
Washington. D.C. 20554

The Honorable Julia Johnson, Commissioner
Florida Public Service Commission
Capital Circle Office Center
2540 Shumard Oak Blvd.
Tallahassee. FL 32399·0850

The Honorable Kenneth McClure. Vice Chainnan
Missouri Public Service Commission
301 W. High Street. Suite 530
Jefferson City. MO 65 102

The Honorable Sharon L. Nelson. Chainnan
Washington Utilities and Transportation Commission
P.O. Box 47250
Olympia, WA 98504-7250

The Hoaorable Laska Schoenfelder. Commissioner
South Dakota Public Utilities Commission
500 E. Capital Avenue
Pierre. SD 57501

Martha S. Hogerty
Public Counsel for the State of Missouri
P.O. Box 7800
Harry S. Truman Building. Room 250
Jefferson City. MO 6S 102
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Deborah Dupont. Federal Staff Chair
Federal Communications Commission
2000 L Street. N.W.. Suite 257
\\·ashington. D.C. 20036

Paul E. P~derson. State Staff Chair
\lissouri Pliblic Service Commission
P.O. Box 360
Truman State Office Building
Jefferson City. MO 65102

Eileen Benner
Idaho Public Utilities Commission
P.O. Box 83720
Boise. 10 83720-0074

Charles Bolle
South Dakota Public Utilities Commission
State Capital, 500 E. Capital Avenue
Pierre, SO 57501-5070

William Howden
Federal Communications Commission
2000 L Street, N.W., Suite 812
Washington, D.C. 20036

Lorraine Kenyon
Alaska Public Utilities Commission
1016 West Sixth Avenue, Suite 400
Anchorage, AK 99501

Debra M. Kriete
Pennsylvania Public Utilities Commission
P.O. Box 3265
Han'isb1q, PA 17105·3265

Clara Kuehn
Federal Communications Commission
2000 L Street, N.W., Suite 257
Washington. D.C. 20036

67

1138



Mark Long
Florida Public Service Commission
1540 Shumard Oak Blvd.
Gerald Gunter Building
Tallahassee. FL 32399-0850

Samuel Loudenslager
Arkansas Public Service Commission
P.O. Box 400
Little Rock. AR 71203-0400

Sandra Makeeff
Iowa Utilities Board
Lucas State Office Building·
Des Moines, IA 50319

Philip F. McClelland
Pennsylvania Office of Consumer Advocate
1425 Strawberry Square
Harrisburg, Pennsylvania 17120

Michael A. McRae
D.C. Office of the People'$ Counsel
1133 15th Street, N.W. - Suite 500
Washington, D.C. 20005

Rafi Mohanimed
Federal Communications Commission
2000 L Street, N.W., Suite 812
Washington, D.C. 20036

Terry Monroe
New York Public Service Commission
Three ~ire Plaza
Albany, NY 12223

Andrew Mulitz
Federal Communications Commission
2000 L Street, N.W., Suite 257
Washington, D.C. 20036
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Mark Nadel
Federal Communications Commission
1919 M Street, N.W.. Room 542
Washington. D.C. :!0554

Gary Oddi
Federal Communications Commission
:WOO L Street. ~.W .. Suite 157
Washington. D.C. 20036

Teresa Pitts
Washington Utilities and Transportation Commission
P.O. Box 47250
Olympia, WA 98504-7250

Jeanine Poltronieri
Federal Communications Commission
2000 L Street. N. W., Suite 257
Washington, D.C. 20036

James Bradford Ramsay
National Association of Rqulatory Utility Commissioners
1201 Constitution Aveftue, N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20423

Jonathan Reel
Federal Communications Commission
2000 L Street, N.W., Suite 257
Washington, D.C. 20036

Brian Roben!
California Public Utilities Commission
50S VanNess Avmue
San Francisco, CA 94102-3298

Gary Seipl
Federal Commuaicllions Commission
2000 L S1I'eet, N.W., Suite 812
WashinltOn. D.C. 20036

Pamela Szymczak
Federal Communications Commission
2000 L Street. N.W., Suite 257
Washington, D.C. 20036
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..

Whiting Thayer
Federal Communications Commission
:2000 L Street. N.W.. Suite 812
Washington. D.C. 20036

Deborah S. Waldbaum
Colorado Office of Consumer Counsel
1580 Logan Street. Suite 610
Denver. Colorado 80203

Alex Belinfame
Federal Communications CommisSion
1919 M Street. N.W. .
Washington. D.C. 20554

Larry Povich
Federal Communications Commission
1919 M Street, N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20554

70

1141


